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Peter Burleigh, State Depart- 
ment coordinator for counter- 



Former U.S. Customs Com- 
missioner William Von Raab yes- 
terday blamed high-powered lob- 
byists, concern about the pros- 
ecution of deposed Panamanian 
leader Manuel Antonio Noriega, 
and a general malaise among 
investigators for the U.S. gov- 
ernment’s failure to vigorously 
pursue the case against the Bank 
of Credit and Commerce Inter- 
national for the past three years. 

Von Raab’s comments came in 
a day-long Senate hearing that 
revealed new details of the gov- 
ernment’s handling of allegations 
of drug-trafficking, money-laun- 
dering and fraud in U.S. 
branches of the giant interna- 
tional bank. 

In separate, prepared testimo- 



terrorism, said the “U.S. intel- 
ligence community” had infor- 
mation in 1986 that “linked” Pal- 
estinian terrorist Abu Nidal’s 
organization, in ways Burleigh 
did not specify, to an unidentified 
BCCI branch in Europe. 

The panel is attempting to 
find out how much was known 
about the Luxembourg-based 
BCCI’s alleged criminal activi- 
ties during the last decade. BCCI 
was shut down in Britain, Lux- 
embourg and the Cayman Is- 
lands last month and indicted on 
bribery and fraud charges Mon- 
day by a New York grand jury. 

Von Raab, customs commis- 
sioner from 1982 to 1989, over- 
saw the initial Customs Service 
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investigation into BCCI, which fo- 
cused on a drug money-laundering 
operation at the bank's branch of- 
fice in Tampa. He said he was “an- 
noyed" when indictments issued in 
October 1988 did not reach top 
bank officials, and was appalled 
when the Tampa case was allowed 
to peter out in a January 1990 plea 
bargaining agreement. 

"I think it was a shameless agree- 
ment," Von Raab told the Senate 
subcommittee on terrorism, narcot- 
ics and international operations. 
The agreement required BCCI to 
plead guilty to money-laundering 
and imposed a $15 million fine — 
"less," Von Raab said, “than the 
bank had made from its money- 
laundering activities." 

The Justice Department main- 
tains that it has never stopped in- 
vestigating BCCI's activities in the 
United States. At the time of the 
Tampa indictments, that case rep- 
resented the largest fine ever as- 
sessed against a bank for money- 
laundering. 

In sworn testimony, he sharply 
criticized high-level “influence ped- 
dlers," including Washington public 
relations firm Hill & Knowlton. 

, The subcommittee, chaired by 
Sen. John Kerry (D-Mass.), also 
heard testimony and received de- 
positions from officers of the Fed- 
eral Reserve and State Depart- 
ment, as well as Jack Blum, a for- 
mer counsel to the subcommittee 
who conducted his own investiga- 
tion of BCCI. 

Von Raab's departure from Cus- 
toms came amid controversy 
prompted by his repeated charges 
that top Reagan and Bush admin- 
istration officials had failed to ag- 
gressively pursue the federal anti- 
drug effort. He acknowledged yes- 
terday that his superiors “felt that I 
was overzealous," and offered this 
as the reason he was “cut out" of 
the BCCI probe in early 1989. 

\ He described in detail a request 
he said he made in 1988 to CIA 
Deputy Director Robert Gates for 
information on BCCI. Gates, Von 
Raab said, “quipped that it [BCCI] 
was known among his colleagues, 
the agency, as the 'Bank for Crooks 
and Criminals International.' " 

* Von Raab said Gates told him 
that the CIA had prepared a “piece" 
on BCCI in 1986 and would send it 
to him. The CIA memo, Von Raab 
$aid, “described the origins of the 
l^ank, its MO [modus operandi], 



who they thought the owners were 
at that time, and characterized it in 
terms that implied that certainly it 
was involved in lots of questionable 
or at least criminal activity." 

; Von Raab said the memo “didn't 
prove to be particularly useful to us 
as an investigative tool." It did, 
however, “give me a sense of the 
type of people who owned the 
bank." 

In a Wednesday press release, 
Kerry said the memo contained in- 
formation that BCCI had secretly 
controlled the Washington-based 
First American Bank since 1982 
without the permission of the Fed- 
eral Reserve. Calling BCCI “a crim- 
inal enterprise,” Kerry charged that 
the memo raised “obvious and se- 
rious" questions about why the in- i 
formation it contained was not [ 
passed along to federal regulators 
and the Justice Department 
; The Burleigh statement will like- 
ly add to the debate over U.S. gov- 
ernment knowledge of alleged BCCI 
misdeeds prior to last month’s in- 
dictments. Burleigh said that 
Nidal's group— which has been de- 
scribed by the State Department as 
“the most dangerous terrorist or- 
ganization in existence" — con- 
ducted “significant business oper- 
ations" through front companies 
that traded in weapons, construc- 
tion services and other commodi- 
ties. y 

But his testimony did not elab- 
orate on the nature of Nidal’s re- 
lationship to BCCI, or indicate 
whether the State Department or 
U.S. intelligence communities ever 
passd on their information to U.S. 
law enforcement officials. 

, Tl^e State Department testimony 
followed a report in the Sunday 
Times of London last month that 
said that an audit of BCCI’s London 
branches, conducted by Price Wa- 
terhouse for the Bank of England, 
had identified more than 40 ac- 
counts that were secretly con- 
trolled by Nidal and other terrorists 
ind arms dealers. 

The Sunday Times report stated 
that the Nidal accounts were “mon- 
itored" by British intelligence, and 
quoted a former London branch 
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manager, Ghassam Ahmed Qassem, 
as saying the terrorist accounts 
“had been set up with knowledge of 
senior officials within BCCI." 

A State Department spokesman 
last night declined to elaborate on 
Burleigh's prepared testimony, or 
to identify which BCCI branch Bur- 
leigh was referring to that had 
“links” to Nidal. 

Shortly after his 1988 conversa- 
tion with Gates, Von Raab said, the 
U.S. Attorney in Tampa indicted 
more than 70 BCCI officials. “I was 
annoyed at the time . . . that there 
were not more significant indict- 
ments brought against higher-level 
BCCI officers and more significant 
charges brought against BCCI as a 
corporation," Von Raab said. 

He added, however, that he ac- 
cepted the U.S. Attorney's expla- 
nation that the evidence was insuf- 
ficient to proceed further. Still, “I 
had always hoped that that would 
happen subsequently." 

Instead, Von Raab said, the in- | 
vestigation died away, and appeared 
to end in “this bad plea bargain.” 
Von Raab blamed the foot-dragging 
on a “general softening of resolve 
on the part senior U.S. officials" 
brought on by “incredible pounding" 
in Washington from high-powered 
“influence peddlers” like Clark Clif- 
ford and Robert Altman, chairman 
and president of First American 
Bankshares, along with Robert 
Gray and Frank Mankiewicz, of Hill 
and Knowlton, the public relations 
firm hired by them. 

“There wasn’t a single influence 
peddler who wasn’t being used to 
work this case," Von Raab said. 
y ‘The result is that senior U.S. pol- 
** icy-level officials were constantly 
under the impression that BCCI 
was probably not that bad, because 
all these good guys that they play 
golf with all the time were repre- 
senting them." 

Hill and Knowlton Vice Chairman 
Mankiewicz issued a statement dis- 
missing Von Raab's testimony as 
“irresponsible and totally false.” 
Mankiewicz said “neither I, nor 
Robert Gray, nor anyone else from 
Hill and Knowlton ever contacted, 
on behalf of BCCI, anyone in the 
Department of Justice or anywhere 
else in the Executive Branch, or, for 
that matter, on Capitol Hill.” 
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Sen. Kerry, left, talks with Jack Blum, center, a former subcommittee counsel, and former Customs commissioner Von Raab. 



Clifford and Altman have ap- 
peared before a District grand jury 
in connection with a federal inves- 
tigation of the relationship between 
BCCI and First American. In public 
statements, they have denied any 
wrongdoing. 

Von Raab said the BCCI inves- 
tigation probably was slowed by the 
Justice Department's desire to 
gather evidence against Noriega, 
indicted on federal drug trafficking 
charges in February 1988 . Inves- 
tigators described BCCI as “No- 
riega’s bank." 

“They wanted the best evidence 
they could get against Noriega," 
Von Raab said. “It was believed that 
BCCI was a repository for great 



evidence against Noriega .... 
They saw the case much too much 
as a place to collect evidence in an- 
other case." 

The reluctance to pursue BCCI 
because of the Noriega case, he 
added, was “compounded" by a 
“lackadaisical and sort of worked- 
over" attitude by high-level officials 
“tired" from fending off the public 
relations assault: “Whatever the 
Washington brokers got for their 
involvement in protecting BCCI 
from the federal government, they 
earned every million dollars they 
received." 



Staff writer Jim McGee contributed 
to this report 















